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It's not uncommon to have enough rain during the Washington's birthday 
~oliday in February for flood forecasters to be busy, but this year the rains 
turned into a deluge. The 10 day stormy period actually began on Lincoln's 
birthday on Wednesday, February 12. By Friday the 14th heavy rains had fallen 
in the San Francisco Bay Area and the northern Sacramento Valley. Fairly large 
floods were in progress on the Russian and Napa Rivers and in the upper 
Sacramento Valley as we began that holiday weekend. The band of intense rain 
shifted northward a little over the weekend to include the north coastal area, 
especially the Eel River, then edged further south the following week on Monday, 
February 17. The height of the storm was the 36-hour period beginning Sunday 
afternoon which saw continuous rains of 10 to 27 inches in the mountains north 
of the Bay Area and in the northern and central Sierra. A subsequent period of 
heavy rain Tuesday evening hit mainly the central Sierra. A subsequent period of 
heavy rain Tuesday evening hit mainly the central Sierra causing Folsom 
Reservoir on the American River to fill to the brim. 
As in most of our major Central Valley floods the snow level was high, 
around 7,000 feet northeast of Sacramento. Late in the storm sequence, by early 
Wednesday morning, February 19, the snow level dropped to around 5,000 feet and 
stayed a~ that level. Above 6,500 feet, snowfall accumulations were impressive, 
from 5 to as much as 17 feet over the 10 days. On Friday, February 21, the 
rains ended. 
The greatest flood flows were produced in a broad band from the San 
Francisco Bay Area into the north central Sierra. New peaks of record were set 
on the Russian, Napa, in the lower Sacramento River and Bypass system on the 
Feather and Consumnes Rivers. Flows at many of these gages were beyond flow 
rating tables. At the peak of the flood the Sacramento River was pouring over 
600,000 cfs into the Delta via the River and Yolo Bypass. The Yolo Bypass was 2 
to 3 feet higher than the big December 1964 flood and a new peak of record was 
set at Rio Vista in the northern Delta. However, the peak at the Antioch gage 
was bout 3/10 of a foot under the previous peak reached during the 1983 flooding 
at the Delta. 
The tremendous flows coming down the Consumnes and Mokelumne River system 
were simply more than could be handled by the channels in the northeastern 
sector of the Delta. Extensive flooding occurred near the junction of the 
Mokelumne and Consumnes Rivers. Tyler Island, except for the town of Walnut 
Grove, was inundated as well as New Hope Tract, and lands to the east including 
the town of Thornton. More floodwaters to the north closed Interstate 5 
highway. 
Major flooding occurred in the lower Russian and Napa River area, the Eel 
River Delta, and many areas along the Sacramento River and its tributaries. An 
unexpected levee break on the Yuba River inundated the towns of West Linda and 
Oliverhurst as well as much prime orchard land. In the San Joaquin Valley, 
Friant Reservoir was filling rapidly by the 18th and reservoir releases were 
increased to about 14,000 cfs, more than the downstream capacity. 
6 
Folsom Reservoir, on the American River east of Sacramento, filled 
completely and actually was surcharged 18,000 acre feet near the end of the 
storm. Flood releases below Folsom Reservoir had to be increased to 130,000 
cfs, 15,000 cfs over the lower American River design capacity, in order to 
control the runoff. During the storm the Auburn Cofferdam washed out dumping 
approximately 100,000 acre feet into Folsom Reservoir. However, the system was 
able to contain these flows and the Sacramento urban area was spared American 
River overflows. 
The big general storms seem to have some similar patterns, namely a 
contrast between colder air from the north and lots of subtropical moisture 
input from the southwest in the region east of Hawaii. There were many 
similarities between the February 1986 storm and that of December 1964 and also 
December 1955. The 1964 storm hit hardest a little further north and the North 
Coast took the brunt of that storm. December 1955 also produced higher north 
coastal area runoff. December 1955 produced greater peaks in the central part 
of the state than the 1964 flood and is perhaps more comparable south of the 
Lake Tahoe-American River area. But the real surprise this time was the volume. 
Four reservoirs, Folsom, Black Butte, Pardee, and Comanche, were filled 
completely and became surcharged (storing more water than the designed 
capacity). The 10 day total rainfall amounted to half the normal annual totals 
at many precipitation stations. 
The February 1986 flood is a vivid reminder of the extremes of California 
climate and the value of the extensive system of flood control works in the 
state. Before th; storm, especially in January, there was much concern about 
the dryness of the water year. Then with the deluge, California's flood control 
systems were tested. By and large the system worked preventing untold damage 
and misery for most dwellers in the flat lands. 
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